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How many times must I tell you?  
It's all about presence.  
About how you enter the room.  

        Henry J. Waternoose in Monsters, Inc.  
        (Disney/Pixar, 2001) 

6.1 Immersed in storyspace 
We have all experienced the sensation of being part of a fictive universe; relating to the characters and 
actions of someone else's imagination – and feeling totally surrounded and immersed in the story. 
There are several well-established methods to support this in classical storytelling: creating engaging 
characters and carefully recounting their development, presenting mythical and mystical plots, and 
making use of the great variety of dramaturgical functions. In storytelling digital environments we add 
the importance of the physical and/or psychological immersion in the representation of the story. You 
are, in one way or another, actively participating in the rendition of the story. It is another new design 
element, which need special considerations. 
 

6.2 Navigation in digital environments 
One of the significant features of digital environments is the ability (and possibility) to navigate. New 
media-theorist Lev Manovich even calls space (and navigability) a media type1. The dividing factor 
for the user in storytelling digital environments is to be oriented, i.e. to have a clear understanding how 
to move about the fictive universe. Orientation (the feeling) and navigation (the activity) are strong 
components affecting the sense of presence. These concepts will be elaborated on in future WP3-
deliverables. 
 

6.3 Presence and immersion in VR 
In virtual reality, the psychological mechanism underlying the experience is dependent on the concepts 
of immersion and presence. Generally, users are considered “present” in the virtual world, when they 
report a feeling of “being there”.2 Expressed in another way, “[p]resence is /.../ the subjective 
experience of being in one place or environment, even when one is physically situated in another.”3 
Slater and Wilbur4 propose a distinction between presence and immersion, where immersion is an 
objective description of the system and presence a subjective phenomenon in the user’s experience. 
According to Slater and Wilbur, both of these dimensions are measurable. Witmer and Singer add the 

                                                           
1 Manovich, L., “Navigable Space”, http://www.manovich.net/DOCS/navigable_space.doc 
2 Schumie et.al., “Research on presence in VR: a survey” (2001) 
3 Witmer, B.G., Singer, M.J., “Measuring Presence in Virtual Environments: a Presence Questionnaire" (1998) 
4 Slater, M., & Wilbur, S. “A framework for immersive virtual environments (FIVE): Speculations on the role of 
presence in virtual environments” (1997) 
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users involvement, i.e. that the users ability to focus affects the sense of presence. The distinguishing 
factors in the objective description of immersion include: the degree of control (e.g. input devices 
available, direct and indirect feedback from interacting with the environment, and consistency in the 
representation), realism (e.g. intra-consistency: internal causality, and extra-consistency: according to 
expectations), use situation (e.g. means of presentation: displays, goggles, head-mounted display 
(HMDs), or CAVE-technology). The subjective presence, the sense of “being there”, is the 
documented result of experiencing the environment. The referenced method for measuring the 
presence are via questionnaires, but these should preferably be extended with interviews and 
observations. 
 

6.4 Standard support for immersion and presence 
When interacting in a standard 3D-environment, e.g. most computer and console games like Grand 
Theft Auto: San Andreas, Half Life 2, Halo 2, the immersive aspects that have the most obvious effect 
on presence are the means of presentation and the representation. In later years, the concept of realism 
has guided much of the development – especially in 3D-environments – based on qualitative 
assumptions that a higher degree of realism is desirable for, basically, all reasons. We belive that the 
relationship is much more complicated. The components within the representation are numerous, and 
to promote any hierarchical scheme of importance between them is highly disputable. It is in the 
combination of the components the complex entity of a real or non-real representation can be 
discerned. One way of illustrating this is via the relationship of texture and motion: the level of realism 
has a textual quality and a motion quality that not necessarily correlate in other ways than that a highly 
realistic textual quality requires a highly realistic motional quality, but a realistic motion pattern does 
not require realistic textures, e.g. cartoon style in Parappa the Rapper 2.  
 

 
Parappa the Rapper 2  ©2002 Sony Computer Entertainment Inc. 

 
In this example, the immersive factors affecting the sense of presence are then, for example, the highly 
realistic and expressive animation cycles, perfectly in synch with the mickeymousing sound profile 
(see the text on Sound and Interactive Narrative elsewhere in this deliverable). 
 
Generally, 3D environments are presented on TV or computer screens and audio via the available 
speaker system. Immersion factors affecting the sense of presence are then obviously the respective 
ability to transmit the signals. The increase in sales of surround sound systems for home computers 
and home cinema packages point to a heightened expectancy level for products supporting this, as well 
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as a possibility for producers of content to use these strong affectants on the sense presence. Goggles 
or HMDs affects the sense of presence on the one hand positively, on the other these devices run the 
risk of diminishing the sense of presence due to awkwardness. The use situation of these devices can 
compensate for the unease. If it appears ‘natural’ to use them, the sense of presence can be preserved, 
e.g. in amusement parks. Regular input devices, e.g. mouse, keyboard and joystick, affect the presence 
in the correlation between intuitiveness and training. After lengthy use of a product with a semi-
appropriate input device, e.g. keyboard input for a flight simulator, the sense of presence increases in 
correlation with the learning curve. Alternatives to these, e.g. cameras, bongo drums and mats, have 
recently grown in popular demand, although there are plenty of earlier attempts. For example, the 
much popular dance pads affects the sense of presence strongly when the physical activity is closely 
interrelated with a soundtrack and the visual representation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Screenshot from DDRMAX2, ©2003 Konami, and a RedOctane Dance Pad, ©2003 RedOctane 
 

6.5 Relating to characters and the support for imme rsion and presence 
In narrative, a fundamental component is character. In Poetics, Aristotle stressed that character defines 
action, and action defines character. 
 

[A]n action implies personal agents, who necessarily possess certain distinctive qualities both of 
character and thought; for it is by these that we qualify actions themselves, and these – thought and 
character – are the two natural causes from which actions spring, and on actions again all success 
or failure depends. Aristotle, in Poetics translated by S. H. Butcher, Paragraph 6:IV. 

 
Another aspect of characters is the possibility (or potential) for identification or interest since, as 
Edward Branigan has observed, “[t]he spectator [or user/reader/perceiver] has an intrinsic interest in 
characters as agents since comprehending a narrative event requires at least recognizing how agents 
interact with one another in a causal framework/.../.”5 But how is the interactor contextualised, with 
regard to immersion and presence? The first-person view is prevalent in many 3D-games, especially in 
action-instense situations where this strengthens the sense of presence significantly, e.g. the Quake-
series etc. A parallel widespread feature for character representation is where the player controls the 
protagonist from a viewpoint right behind, e.g. the Tomb Raider-series, or Prince of Persia: The Sands 
of Time, etc. The sense of presence can still be very strong and there are no obvious challenges when 
moving the viewpoint back and a major reason for this is that this viewpoint is similar to the basic 
visual framing scheme for the dominant conventions in other visual representations, like cinema and 
television. The viewpoint is thereby not an exclusive feature for fast-paced, action-packed games, but 

                                                           
5 Edward Branigan, Narrative Comprehension and Film, (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 101. 
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the same positive effects for the sense of presence can also be achieved in suspenseful games, e.g. 
Hitman: Contracts and straightforward simulations, e.g. Microsoft Flight Simulator. 
 

 
Screenshot from Hitman: Contracts, published by Eidos, ©IO Interactive A/S 2004.  

 
By creating engaging characters, the sense of presence can be strengthened. If the character is a 
representative for ‘you’ (generally referred to as ‘avatar’), the use situation and the expectancy of the 
interaction are the defining factors for the sense of presence. The degree of resemblence with the 
actual ‘you’ is not necessary pertinent, but what you invest in the character, the matter of involvement, 
and to what extent it can be communicated and thus is perceived by other avatars. See for instance the 
text in this deliverable on how game characters (in this case characters from Myst and ICO) affect the 
emotional states of the user. The creation of engaging characters will be further explored in future 
WP3-deliverables. 

6.6 Examples of innovative ways of supporting immer sion and presence 
Jeffrey Shaw's Legible City (1989-1991) consists of a large display with an abstract cityscape 
projected. In front of it is a fixed-to-the-spot bicycle. If you mount the bike and start to pedal, the 
projection moves accordingly – forward and backwards – and you can steer to either side. The 
“houses” in the city are made of letters and along the “streets” the houses form sentences. The level of 
realism in the projected cityscape is thereby obviously low. The sense of presence is enhanced with 
the use of a well-known input device, the bike, with a way of handling that connotes a consistent and 
immediate feedback. The physical activity further influences the involvement in the rendition6. 
 

 

                                                           
6 For a comprehensive overview of the project, browse through  
http://www.jeffrey-shaw.net/html_main/frameset-works.php3 
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Jeffrey Shaw, Legible City (1989 – 1991), ©Jeffrey Shaw 
In Web of Life (2002-) Shaw uses two projectors with polarizing filters to create stereographic moving 
images on a large screen. The input device is a scanning terminal shaped like a hand. The physical 
setup of the whole installation is dark, e.g. resembling a movie theatre: a dark passageway, a darkened 
exhibition room, and a gallery for the audience not directly interacting, to sit on. To experience the 
stereographic images, one has to wear goggles. The immersion is strongly supported with the dark 
physical environment and the semi-spherical screen, and the involvement in the rendition is affected 
by the group experience. The input device with the impressed handprint is intuitive, yet the feedback 
of the interaction is indirect, thereby challenging the sense of presence, but the ambition is to 
compensate by increasing the level of involvement7. 
 

 
Jeffrey Shaw, Web of Life (2002 –), ©ZKM 

 
In Yggdrasil the artists Bino & Cool aim to present a piece of nordic mythology in the form of a 
distributed role playing game. The technical setting is a CAVE8 and the work is designed for CAVEs 
with projections on three to six walls. The users enter the room in groups of up to six persons. All have 
goggles (and neat slippers). There is only one interaction device, resembling a joystick, which is 
operated by one person at the time. The participants (at the same and in the other locations) are 
represented in the VR-environment with avatars. The communication is extended with real time audio. 
The immersive environment is close to complete; the user is surrounded with back projections. The 
interaction feedback is direct and the real time communication channel strengthens the link to the 
visual representation. The sense of presence is strongly affected by the physical immersion as well as 
the group experience in the confined physical space. 
 

                                                           
7 The project is thoroughly documented in the adjacent web site http://www.web-of-life.de/ 
8 Cruz-Neira, C., Sandin, D. J., DeFanti, T. A., Kenyon, R. V., Hart, J. C., ‘The CAVE: audio visual experience 
automatic virtual environment’, June 1992, Communications of the ACM, Volume 35, Issue 6 
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Asagods Oden and Valkyria avatars in Yggdrasil (2002), ©Bino & Cool 

6.7 Conclusion 
The ambition with this text has been to propose operative definitions of immersion and presence and 
their interrelationship, and to exemplify how these concepts can be used in an explanatory and 
descriptive manner for interactive media content.  
 
Definition: 
Presence is the subjective experience of being in one place or environment, even when one is 
physically situated in another.  
Immersion is an objective description of the system and presence a subjective phenomenon in the 
user’s experience. 
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